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Most historians have not questioned the ideal of republican motherhood, but recently a few scholars have raised challenges to Kerber's thesis. Ruth Bloch and Jan Lewis argue that motherhood simply was not a primary focus for many writers of the revolutionary era. It might be more accurate to say that there was a prevailing ideal of republican womanhood, of which motherhood was only one piece. Fiction and essays in popular magazines continually spoke of women's capacity for great influence over men-husbands, suitors, brothers, and sons. It is republican womanhood, far more than motherhood, that educational theorists of the time employed as an argument supporting the need for female education.9 Doris Malkmus examined evidence of students' reasons for attending academies and concludes that young women sought education that enhanced their intellectual development, religious sensibilities, and social opportunities. Malkmus maintains that none of the teachers, curricula, or students in three prominent female academies in the 1780s and 1790s even referred to republican motherhood, and concludes that there was a gap between ideology and the real experience of women. Thus, she questions the ubiquity of the ideology of republican motherhood in the lives of young women but does not contest it as the main argument that men of the time gave for women's education.10 Fundamental to Kerber's thesis, and so far largely unquestioned, is the assumption that mothers had primary responsibility for childrearing. She asserts that women created a changed, and politically charged, connotation for motherhood, but nowhere does she assess the validity of her basic assumption. But it simply was not true that Enlightenment thinkers assigned childrearing tasks exclusively to women. From the 1740s through the 1790s physicians and educators summoned "gentlemen-fathers" to take charge of nurseries, warning that "this business has been too long fatally left to the Management of Women." Benjamin Rush's 1786 essay on "Thoughts Upon the Mode of Education Proper in a Republic" declared the importance of "nurseries of wise and good men." Men's natural inclinations toward reason and common sense better fitted them for necessary firmness with children than did women's "unlearned" nurturing instincts. To these doctors and educators, parenting was not an unimportant task that could be relegated safely to women. Therefore, it is possible that women did not need republican ideology to confer value on parenting. This basic challenge to the thesis needs critical attention.1
One way to measure the influence of republican ideology is to examine the essays and speeches of the leading proponents of education. Cremin asserted that no topic was as thoroughly discussed in the first decades of the new nation as the need for universal education. Among the most vocal and well respected advocates for education were Thomas Jefferson, Benjamin Rush, and Noah Webster. These three, along with many other less well known writers, agreed on the need for a national system of schools that would forge a unique American character and unify the country. They differed on the extent to which education should be a national or state responsibility, but all called for a system that provided at least some free schooling. All the plans reflected a strong belief in the power of education to create a moral, intelligent, and unified citizenry. Rush discussed female education in two essays, basing his argument both times on the multiple roles and influences of women, not on the primacy of motherhood. In "Plans for the Establishment of Public Schools," he suggested that because mothers are the first teachers of children, they could train young patriots if they focused on "the great subjects of liberty and government." But it was not only women's roles as mothers that justified their education; their influence over grown men also made education imperative. "The opinions and conduct of men are often regulated by the women," and female "approbation is frequently the principal reward" for male heroism and patriotic acts. Because women have such influence, they should be instructed in "the principles of liberty and government, and the obligations of patriotism." Rush's emphasis on women's power over the conduct of adult men suggests that republican womanhood, as much or more than republican motherhood, motivated his belief in female education.16 In "Thoughts upon Female Education," a speech he gave at the Young Ladies' Academy in 1787, Rush outlined five aspects of women's lives to consider in designing an appropriate formal education.
Only one of these concerned the quasi-political realm of republican motherhood. First, American women's tendency to marry early meant that their formal education was abbreviated; therefore, their schooling should be confined to "the more useful branches of literature." Second, American men depended on "the assistance of the female members of the community;" they therefore needed to be trained to be the "stewards and guardians of their husbands' property." Third, because men's duties necessitated their absence from home so much, instruction of children primarily was the mother's responsibility. Rush did not imply that qualities necessary for appropriate childrearing were inherent in women's nature, but that circumstances caused the duties of childrearing to fall on women. Educating children became women's responsibility only because men's work rendered men unable to share in it. Also, Rush did not say that motherhood was the most important duty of women, but that education of children was the most important duty of mothers.17
The fourth aspect of female education outlined by Rush has formed the basis for the republican motherhood thesis. Every citizen, Rush argued, had an equal share in enjoying and preserving the liberty of the new nation, and some might share in governing it. The future of the republic depended on each individual's virtue. Therefore, "ladies" needed a formal education that prepared them "to concur in instructing their sons in the principles of liberty and government."18 Finally, Rush offered an explanation that "should have great influence" on the establishment of female education: women's responsibility for handling servants. In England, employment as a servant was a respectable occupation; but in America, people became servants only as a last resort. Therefore, American servants tended to be so ignorant that they needed "good looking after." Managing such servants, a duty that fell on women's shoulders, required education and training.'9
Rush detailed exactly what women should be taught, thereby providing further insight into his reasons for female education. First on his list of subjects was a solid knowledge of English, and the ability to read, speak, and write English correctly. Next came handwriting. Here Rush discussed the importance in business of legibility and neatness. He opined that few things were "more rude or illiberal than to obtrude a letter upon a person of rank or business which cannot be easily read." Third, knowledge of figures and bookkeeping was "absolutely necessary" so that a woman could assist her husband or serve as executrix of his estate should she outlive him. All three of these subjects-English, writing, and bookkeeping-were relevant to a woman helping her husband succeed; Rush did not suggest that these skills were necessary for mothers.20 Rush also recommended that women study geography and history, and allowed that some might benefit from studying astronomy and natural philosophy. The purpose of these studies was to prevent superstition, to fit a woman for social intercourse, and to make her an "agreeable companion for a sensible man." With these subjects, Rush's Enlightenment beliefs in science drumming out superstition, as well as prevailing ideas of women's relationship to men, are at the forefront. Motherhood was not particularly at issue.21 Rush suggested that female education include singing and dancing. He discouraged instrumental music because instruments were too expensive and because playing them well required too much time for practice, time that "could be better spent acquiring useful ideas." But vocal music was accessible to all and had several salutary effects. Singing pre-pared a woman for public worship and helped her "soothe the cares of domestic life." He did not necessarily mean that women should sing in order to soothe and nurture their husbands, a sentiment that might better fit in the early nineteenth century. Rather, a woman might nurture herself through singing, alleviating the "sorrows that will sometimes intrude into her own bosom." A third reason for vocal music was health; Rush believed that robust singing could defend the lungs from disease. Nor did he view singing as a form of "ornamental" education befitting only women. In another essay he advocated singing for boys, asserting that singing civilizes the mind and prepares it for the influence of religion and government. Dancing, too, he viewed as promoting health, and not as a frivolous exercise. 22
Finally, Rush expected that women's education would include regular instruction in Christian religion and principles. He thought Christianity was "the most effectual means of promoting knowledge." It exerted a "friendly influence" on science, morals and manners, all of which were essential for a smooth-running republic. Rush was chauvinistically Christian, but liberally nondenominational; in his essay on public schools he urged instruction in the tenets of any Christian sect on which parents in the community could agree.23
When he detailed the subjects that young women should study, Rush justified each subject in terms of its potential use. He related none of those uses to motherhood (except for one comment that singing would quiet a nursery). Although it is true that he included some discussion of republican motherhood in his rationale for female education, it did not in any way dominate his views. Instead, he expected that women would put their education to use in helping to manage their husbands' businesses, running efficient homes, contributing thoughtful conversation to social groups, and improving their health and happiness. The young women studied reading, writing, arithmetic, grammar, composition, rhetoric, and geography. The curriculum mirrored that of the Academy of Philadelphia for boys that Benjamin Franklin had helped establish in 1749. Not only was the curriculum similar, but both academies encouraged competition among students, a strategy referred to as emulation. Each half year the Young Ladies' Academy held public examinations and awarded prizes for best performance in each subject. At the close of this event, a trustee and one or more students gave speeches. Trustees delightedly described the competition in combative terms: "You have nobly contended for the prize with very formidable and determined opponents, who disputed the ground with you, inch by inch, with praiseworthy perseverance and undaunted fortitude." In both coursework and teaching style, instructors, all of whom were male, treated girls and boys in these gender-segregated academies very much the same.27
Regardless of what educational leaders such as
The trustees' speeches do not focus on motherhood as the primary justification for girls' education. Instead, they refer to the pleasure that comes from learning, heightened relationships with God, the ever-present injunction to lead useful and virtuous lives, and the ability to perform business functions. Trustee Reverend Joseph Pilmore, for example, congratulated the students on their noble actions in pursuing education, which he delineated as "your delight in learning-your diligence in acquiring mental improvements, and your love of virtue." These things "must necessarily be highly pleasing unto all," he said, dismissing the notion that anyone objected to such education for girls. He drew lines clearly connecting Christianity, education, and Enlightenment thought. Pilmore declared that students at the academy were blessed to "live in an age of light and refinement," and that their education was "calculated for opening the understanding, enriching the mind, and the promotion of virtue. taught at the University of Philadelphia, congratulated the young ladies on their accomplishments but cautioned against attaching too much importance to any praise they received. The ultimate test of their education, he said, was "that you might be the better qualified to obtain the favour of God, by a life that is useful to mankind." James Sproat, who also served as trustee for the University, echoed this theme. He hoped that education laid "a foundation for a life of usefulness and happiness here, and . . . for a blessed immortality hereafter." Neither man gave examples of ways that young women could be useful, so it is difficult to know exactly what they had in mind. Yet neither made any reference to marriage or motherhood.29 Benjamin Say offered a more precise understanding of the practical nature of education. In 1789 he reminded students of the great opportunity they had of pursuing formal education at all, and contrasted them with other young women who, "in a state of ignorance," could not "even read their own native language with propriety. Observe them, how unenlightened their minds-clouded with errors and superstitious notions." Students at the academy, on the other hand, had great advantages over those who remained uneducated and unenlightened. Spelling, grammar, and composition enabled students to trace out errors in language, and helped young women "to read with judgment." Arithmetic had such practical benefits as enabling women to buy or sell advantageously, cast up accounts, and transact business. Say urged students not to let their "talents . . . be obscured or buried in oblivion." Rather, they "ought to exert" themselves toward the good of all, and especially in adoration of God.30
None of the trustees mentioned the students' future roles as mothers, and none discussed the importance of women educating their sons for citizenship. Instead, trustees focused on the students' relationship to God first, and repeated that science enhanced their knowledge of God. The school founders evidently revered science. The seal of the academy, for instance, depicted a stack of books partially encircled by a line on which was written "the Path of Science." This path led to a picture of the "Eye of Science emitting its rays over the whole." Science, said the trustees, eradicated superstition and enriched minds.31
In addition to fostering an improved relationship with God, trustees voiced other advantages of education. On a practical, everyday level, they were confident that students at the Academy would be prepared for business dealings. Through study and discipline, students acquired and refined the characteristics of perseverance, fortitude, and exertion toward a noble end. These elements combined to render graduates virtuous, capable, and happy.
What did the students themselves say about their education? Were their convictions regarding the purpose of education similar to the male educators' beliefs? Do the young women's voices support either the narrow construction of republican motherhood or the broader construction of republican womanhood, or did they have different views altogether about the goals of their education?
What selected students said in a formal setting on a public occasion cannot give us the whole picture, of course. The principal or trustees probably chose student speakers carefully, and may have coached them to say what the trustees and parents who gathered for these public events would find appropriate. We might expect that, whatever their private views, these students publicly would espouse socially sanctioned ideas about female education. If republican motherhood were the predominant rationale at this school, surely these students would mention it in their orations. The fact that they did not is critically important.
Student speakers expressed great appreciation of their opportunity to study and learn. They knew that their experience was not common, and urged the continuation and expansion of female education. They saw personal as well as community benefits accruing from their scientific enlightenment. Ann Loxley delivered a valedictory address in June 1790 in which she discussed the progress of female education. In the past, women's education had been neglected, but now, Loxley exulted, 3' Ibid., 68. no one of any age, sex, or denomination was deprived of knowledge of arts and sciences. "The veil of female ignorance" had been laid aside, and she urged teachers at the school to continue "to disseminate the seeds of science in this city, to our sex." Students placed an extraordinary value on knowledge, calling it "the richest of earthly gifts," a jewel that no one could take away: "it shines in ruins; it shines thro' poverty and distress." 32 Students were aware that the academy was an experiment in female capabilities, and that their education was superior, not only to that available to most women but also to that of many men. They worried that the experiment might not succeed, and believed that if it failed, "ignominy and reproach will inevitably be our portion." Therefore they thought it their duty "nobly to exert ourselves," to prove that the female mind could meet any intellectual challenge. 33 Students celebrated both the usefulness and the enjoyment they derived from education. Learning was practical, wrote an anonymous student in 1789, "the source of so much real good, as well as pleasure." Education pulled religion "from the gloomy reign of Paganism and superstition" to full splendor. The essayist listed occupations dependent on education. Each occupation-statesman, physician, philosopherprimarily was associated with men, not women, although the essayist did not say so. Perhaps she saw educated women eventually moving into these roles. She offered no reasons for education specific to women, nor did she mention marriage or motherhood. 34
Eliza Shrupp also saluted the role of education in rooting out ignorance and prejudice. Shrupp saw educational enlightenment as a "prize," the attainment of which was a "conquest," and asked "shall not our sex be ambitious of gaining the summit?" She urged younger students to "[l]et no obstacle retard you in your glorious progress;" with a "spirit of enterprize [sic] and emulation," and with "noble exertion" they should "contend for the prize of knowledge. Similarly, Molly Wallace, in June 1792, thanked her tutor for helping her find "the path of science" and thereby reach "the ample and spacious field of knowledge: which has been, and I am sensible will always be the reward of the studious." Learning was so valued that, when one student unexpectedly died, another student depicted heaven as a greater academy. The school did not produce docile women willing to assume subordinate roles in life. Students expressed disinterest in and sometimes revulsion toward marriage, and they used revolutionary language to protest their own oppression. Molly Barker did not see marriage as the obvious choice for herself and her fellow students. She admonished her friends to be diligent in "[w]hatever you pursue, be emulous to excel." Ann Negus seemed resigned to the fate of marriage, but had nothing good to say about it. She sadly reported that few women were able to be independent; most would have to "resign our liberty" to husbands who "confer in return, hatred and contempt." She closed her speech by in- Mason clearly saw a broad realm of action for educated women. Politics and the ministry should be opened to "equal participation" of both genders. That Mason felt free to make these remarks is telling. We do not know how the audience reacted, but the trustees of the school did nothing to prevent Mason's speech from being printed in the book they used to celebrate and promote the academy. Apparently the trustees were not worried that Mason's attitudes would harm the school or frighten away future students. They, too, must have envisioned an expansion of roles for educated women.
Students at the Young Ladies' Academy found pleasure in intellectual pursuits and enjoyed renewed relationships with God through their increased understanding of the natural world. They did not rhapsodize about education preparing them for a desired future as republican mothers and wives. The only student who discussed marriage did so in a negative way, citing it as an institution that wrested away independence. Rather than learning how to be pliant wives, students at the academy boldly articulated critiques of the social conditions of women in a male-dominated culture.
Historians have greatly overstated the extent to which the concept of republican motherhood justified female education in the new nation. Linda Kerber and Mary Beth Norton largely derived their ideas of republican motherhood from Benjamin Rush. Yet educating sons for responsible citizenship was only one reason Rush gave for female education, and it was the one that he spent the least time discussing. Noah Webster, too, argued that childrearing responsibilities required education for women. But essayists more often mentioned women's responsibility to inspire good behavior and virtue on the parts of men and to improve society. Education for males, too, had as its goals the improvement of society, the inculcation of polite manners, and an infusion of patriotism. Beyond that, said the educational leaders, education for both males and females should be practical. These leaders did name republican motherhood as one rationale for female education, but it was not the only reason they gave, and it was not the reason they most emphasized.
Nor did speeches made by trustees and students at one of the preeminent female academies of the period include republican motherhood. At the Young Ladies' Academy, the only mention of motherhood made by a trustee was that boarding schools were problematic because they separated children from the care of their mothers. This lack of reference is especially striking at the Young Ladies' Academy because Benjamin Rush helped found the school and was a trustee. If an emphasis on republican motherhood were going to occur at any female academy, surely it would be here.
Several alternative explanations for female education emerge from the essays and speeches. One factor was Enlightenment beliefs that women were as capable of rational thought as were men. Trustees and students repeatedly referred to the pleasure that comes from knowledge. Women enjoyed education for its own sake, and apparently were encouraged in this by parents and teachers. Educators articulated the Enlightenment belief that science abrogated prejudice and superstition. A second factor was the real need of women to be able to fill certain busi-ness functions. Women needed these practical skills in their daily lives, in running households and aiding their male relatives' business interests. They recognized the vulnerability that could ensue without these abilities, and wanted to be prepared for self-sufficiency should their husbands or fathers die. Finally, a rational approach to religion encouraged female education. Education was a way to admire and praise God; a scientific knowledge of the natural order led to a greater appreciation of God's creations.
If republican motherhood is not an adequate explanation for increased education for women in the new republic, perhaps its ubiquity and usefulness need to be questioned in other arenas, as well. One danger of the construct of "republican motherhood" is that it reinforces a tendency to see the Revolution as a watershed event in women's lives. If the Revolution did not mark a critical juncture in educational opportunities for either women or men, if a heightened interest in formal education began in the middle of the eighteenth century, then historians need to reexamine other aspects of women's lives and discover to what extent the Revolution really did produce change. It is possible that reliance on "republican motherhood" has obscured other elements of women's history prior to 1776, rendering it difficult to evaluate what the Revolution really meant for women.
The paradigm of republican motherhood rests on the assumption that women were constrained to a "domestic sphere," which they then attempted to politicize. Were women's lives, in fact, so thoroughly circumscribed? Historians have challenged the public/private, male/female dichotomy that was presumed to exist in the antebellum period, arguing that the discourse of separate spheres never was an accurate depiction of reality. Similar questions need to be asked of the late eighteenth century. Assumptions that women's arena for action was limited to the home have prevented historians from drawing an accurate picture of women's involvement in public realms. Recent scholarship suggests that boundaries between male and female spheres, public and private realms, was far from absolute in the late eighteenth century. Barbara Clark Smith has shown that women had participated in street protests and mob actions at least since the late seventeenth century and continued to do so throughout the Revolutionary War. Lisa Wilson Waciega demonstrates the business acumen of women in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, as well as the apparent confidence many men had in women's economic competence. Gloria L. Main provides evidence that there was a growth in numbers of women in the paid labor force in the middle of the eighteenth century, and that the increase in young women working outside the home at the end of the colonial era was encouraged by the rising wages paid them. Jeanne Boydston argues that women's work was not constrained to the private realm as the market economy grew, but that women were an integral part of commercial exchanges at the end of the century. Jean Lee points out the choice of singleness made by some colonial women who managed estates, ran ferries and mills, lent money, and invested in land.4
The paradigm of republican motherhood focuses our attention on women as mothers. This focus, which fosters an expectation of limited 40 For examples of critiques of antebellum domesticity, see Lori D. Ginzberg, roles for women, keeps us from seeing the full range of women's actions, attitudes, and opportunities. Education again provides an illuminating example. The assumption that formal education for women primarily revolved around their future roles as mothers obscures other purposes for women's education. Those other purposes, in turn, indicate women's activities beyond mothering. The Young Ladies' Academy taught women the literacy and numeracy skills they needed to manage estates and businesses or run schools. We know that there were self-sufficient teachers and businesswomen, as well as daughters, wives, and sisters who played significant roles in the business and political ventures of the men in their lives. Most women in the early republic were mothers, but neither they nor the general civic discourse defined women only or primarily in terms of their motherhood.
Historians need to incorporate a broader scope of activities into their analyses of women's lives. The goal is not to replace "republican motherhood" with a new paradigm, but to remove the blinders that have limited our vision of women in the early republic. Those blinders have forced us to overemphasize one aspect of women's lives at the expense of other aspects. Constructs such as "republican motherhood" give us a comfortably ordered perspective, but they also erase richness and complexity. New analytical frameworks need to restore depth to our understandings of women's lives in the early republic.
